INTRODUCTION
Suppose that you are the ambitious mayor of a mid-size Chinese city striving to win a promotion to a more prestigious position. You do not have a lot of time to make your mark. The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) will likely move you to a new and better post in three to four years-if it is going to promote you at all. You therefore need to make a splash quickly in a way that conforms to the CCP's promotion criteria. Here comes the challenge: how can you assure prospective beneficiaries of your long-range plans that those plans will ever yield fruit? After all, your successor would want to impress her superiors with her own projects, not stand in the shadow of your achievements. And, if you cannot give them such assurance, how can you induce them to make the investments you need to achieve your plans?
This problem of credible commitment dogs every government, whether democratic or authoritarian. Governments that † have sufficient power to begin a project can always change their minds but, paradoxically, their power to change their plans makes them less powerful. 1 Omnipotence can be crippling. If lenders cannot be assured that a current mayor's successors will repay loans, then they may charge him or her extortionate interest rates. 2 If homebuyers suspect that a mayor's touted plans to improve the schools, police, environment, or any other long-term project will be abandoned by her successor, they will discount their bids on the city's land, reducing the capitalization of good government and discouraging the current mayor from even attempting such long-term improvements in the first place. 3 The bankruptcies of Detroit and Puerto Rico are testaments to the potentially short-term horizons of elected politicians, even in constitutional democracies.
Authoritarian bureaucracies, however, face special credible commitment problems that may further exacerbate the ability of local officials to pursue long-term goals. Fear that local officials will build up a local power base that could be used to rebel against the center has historically induced the leadership of China, Imperial and Communist alike, to transfer local officials 1. For a general account of the problem of credible commitment and sovereign debt, see CARMEN M. REINHART & KENNETH S. ROGOFF, THIS TIME IS DIFFERENT: EIGHT CENTURIES OF FINANCIAL FOLLY (2009) (explaining how large-scale buildups of debt pose risks because they make an economy vulnerable to crises of confidence, particularly when debt is short-term and needs to be constantly refinanced). For a general overview of the tension between democratic accountability and credibility of governmental commitments, see PE-TER H. SCHUCK, WHY GOVERNMENT FAILS SO OFTEN: AND HOW IT CAN DO BETTER 182-90 (2014) (noting that the "demands of democratic legitimacy and accountability require government to respond to changed conditions . . . in ways that will impair its credibility"). among subnational jurisdictions. 4 Such frequent transfers undermine those officials' capacity to make the credible commitments that officials with stable tenure can make with ease. Robert Moses, a mid-level bureaucrat in a constitutional democracy, was a mighty power broker because he stuck to one city, New York, for his entire career. 5 Ironically, a mayor in Communist China, albeit untrammeled by democratic elections or local rivals with formal powers to dismiss him or her, lacks the same tenure and, therefore, the same power. 6 Moreover, authoritarian regimes discourage the development of institutions that are independent from the central and local governments and that might otherwise act as monitors and enforcers of long-term commitments. 7 Consider, for instance, the role of lenders as monitors of fiscal probity. By dividing powers over decisions such as debt repayment and the bailout of defaulting governments among rival institutions, liberal democracies are able to make credible commitments to both hard budget constraints against the bailout of unlawfully profligate governments and the repayment of lawfully incurred debt. 8 China's state-controlled banks, by contrast, face constant political pressure to bail out failing state-owned enterprises and extend credit to dubious city projects, resulting in ballooning municipal debt of dubious legality. 9 Similarly, the power of homeowners in liberal democracies to elect local officials gives those officials a powerful weapon with which to entrench longterm investments in education, land-use regulation, parks, or other municipal improvements, a weapon their counterparts in authoritarian regimes lack. 10 4. See WILLIAM T. ROWE, CHINA'S LAST EMPIRE: THE GREAT QING 37-39 (2012). In Part I, we describe the special problems for credible commitment posed by China's cadre transfer policy and, more generally, the CCP's distrust of divided power. Then, in Part II, we examine whether the country's current housing and financial markets effectively discipline local politicians. Part III is devoted to an evaluation of the existing solutions that national authorities apply to local government debt, a typical symptom of the short-term behavior exhibited by local politicians. Finally, Part IV proposes three new institutional solutions for resolving the credible commitment problem of China's authoritarian regime. In the end, we conclude that there is no magical solution that can reassure stakeholders, such as lenders or homebuyers, that an autocratic mayor will follow through on her promises. All of our proposed solutions, however, trade on the intuition that even modest institutional limits on power can mitigate the problem of powerlessness that is ironically created by authoritarian power.
I. THE PROBLEM OF CREDIBLE COMMITMENT
The problem of credible commitment is usefully illustrated by the tales of two Chinese mayors, both of whom racked up immense amounts of municipal debt through socially dubious demolitions. As will become clear below, far from being particularly pernicious, these mayors were actually admirable in terms of their activism and ambition. However, they were crippled by poor incentives and bad institutions. Because they lacked mechanisms by which to entrench long-term governance reforms, they rationally cast their lot with debt accumulation and large-scale demolition rather than making slower, lessvisible improvements in local governance.
A. A TALE OF TWO MAYORS
Geng Yanbo was the mayor of Datong, a prefecture-level city in Shanxi province, from January 2008 to February 2013. 11 After becoming mayor of Datong, Geng demolished all contemporary buildings in the old city for the purpose of restoring its historical features, an urban development plan requiring the relocation of over 40,000 households to a new city to be con- structed across the river 12 and an investment totaling RMB 50 billion. 13 During Geng's five-year term, the city's land-sale revenue totaled about RMB 25 billion. 14 The mayor also received loans from two banks, the China Development Bank and Rural Development Bank, both of which were policy-based banks offering RMB 14 billion in loans at relatively low interest rates for long terms. 15 By 2012, Datong's total debt stood at roughly RMB 20 billion, one billion more than its total revenue of RMB 19 billion in that year. 16 Although Geng's energy and charisma might have led to a successful project, Geng did not stick around. He was promoted to mayor of Taiyuan, the capital city of Shanxi province, in February 2013. 17 Suddenly, the clock stopped on Geng's project: the new mayor of Datong was reluctant to continue Geng's plans. 18 As a result, construction companies received no further payments from the government, and numerous projects were suspended. 19 Although he is now in prison after being convicted of corruption, Qiu He is another legendary Chinese city leader who built a reputation on mammoth construction projects that did not outlast his tenure as mayor. 20 to November 2011, Qiu launched plans for a nine-line subway system that would require a RMB 300 billion investment. 21 The massive size of this investment was puzzling in a city whose total revenue in 2009 stood at RMB 37.8 billion. 22 To make up the revenue gap, the Kunming city government under Qiu's leadership set up forty-eight finance platform corporations and provided government guarantees for them to borrow money from various financial institutions. 23 For the subway construction, it signed credit agreements with the China Development Bank and Bank of China. 24 Financial institutions are generally not particularly enthusiastic about subway construction because of the long time frame involved, but the Kunming city government's guarantee was adequate assurance for these lenders. As with Geng's project in Datong, Qiu's huge investment in infrastructure also saw land-sale revenues rise rapidly. In 2011 alone, the city government's land sale revenues totaled RMB 55.8 billion. 25 ernment. 29 After proving themselves for a few years, the principle of cadre transfer requires that the CCP transfer them to new assignments. 30 Legally, local government leaders serve five-year terms, but in reality their rotation and promotion occur much more frequently. 31 The cadre transfer policy is by no means a recent innovation. It is in fact the contemporary manifestation of an ancient method of insuring that local officials do not build up a local power base capable of resisting central government commands. 32 The rotations imposed by the Qing Dynasty system of bureaucratic assignments were strikingly similar to those currently imposed by the CCP. As William Rowe notes, "as everyone knew, the throne was trading off independent initiative on the part of its officials for the sake of central control." 33 Centuries later, that tradeoff remains the same. It is intuitively plausible that such rapid rotation results in cadres systematically undervaluing long-term investments, the ultimate value of which is difficult to ascertain at the time of investment. If cadres expect to be promoted in three to five years, then they may rationally opt for investments that produce smaller but more easily measured and immediate value for which they can take credit. Empirical research suggests that short terms for local leaders have a number of negative consequences, and economists have found that enterprises postpone investments and banks are reluctant to loan money to local governments during a leadership turnover period. 34 
C. DEBT AS A CONSEQUENCE OF SHORT-TERM BEHAVIOR
Geng's and Qiu's leaving giant municipal debts for their successors is not atypical. The National People's Congress (NPC) recently reported that "incurring debt often brings performance credit to the current government while the obligation to pay is left to the next government or upper-level government. This mismatch between the right to incur debt and the responsibility to pay leads to the weak consciousness of local government debt risk." 35 The NPC's comprehensive 2015 report on local-government debt revealed that, at the end of 2014, a few local governments had already carried overdue debt for several consecutive years. 36 Some local governments had even incurred new debt just to pay the interest on their old debt. 37 A 2014 audit of local governments found that more than 20% of recent loans had been used to pay older debts. 38 The interest rates on local government debts are actually quite high, ranging from 7% to 20%. 39 "In general, local governments are paying interest rates that are 4-5 percentage points above the prevailing treasury yield (about 3.5% on ten-year bonds) . . . ." 40 Short-term mayors' inability to commit to completing long-term projects is probably a main reason for the high interest rates of local-government debt.
The rapid expansion of local government debt is raising concerns over the possibility of a debt crisis in China. 41 Although scholars and policymakers have yet to reach consensus concerning the likelihood of such an event, 42 it is clear that local-government debt is a major challenge for China's financial 
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II. DO MARKETS DISCIPLINE SHORT-TERM OFFICIALS?
If the central government cannot monitor or discipline local governments effectively, can markets do so? Here, we examine whether the current housing and financial markets can effectively discipline short-term officials. As explained below, Chinese cities lack two mechanisms for making credible commitments that American cities enjoy: home-owning residents' electoral power and independent lenders' financial incentives. 47 
A. CAPITALIZATION, HOMEVOTERS, AND CREDIBLE COMMITMENT TO LOCAL AMENITIES
If long-term and value-adding reforms could be reliably entrenched, then local officials would have powerful and immediate incentives to provide local amenities that are attractive to homebuyers, because such amenities increase local land values and thereby also increase the local governments' revenues from selling ground leases. 48 It is a familiar point that homebuyers are willing to pay more for houses located in jurisdictions with better schools, cleaner air, lower crime or other amenities com- pared to competing jurisdictions. 49 By "capitalizing" such improvements into housing prices, markets increase the revenue of the local governments that are most successful in attracting homebuyers. 50 To the extent that local officials are evaluated according to their ability to raise revenue, such capitalization gives local officials with short tenures an incentive to take the long view. 51 Capitalization, however, depends on local officials' ability to make a credible commitment to prospective homebuyers that the reforms they value will be durable. Promises to create excellent schools, cleaner air, or an honest police force will increase bids on lots only if those promises are believed. 52 Rational bidders will reduce their bids on local real estate by the amount necessary to insure themselves against the risk that the mayor's successors will renege on the promises (implied or express) he or she has made.
William Fischel's "homevoter hypothesis" shows how liberal democracies can address the problem of credible commitment through local elections that enable homebuyers to protect their investments at the ballot box. 53 Once homebuyers invest in a community, they become what Fischel calls homevoters-that is, people whose undiversified investment in local real estate gives them powerful incentives to monitor local politics. 54 Homevoters' incentives to closely monitor politics give them power over the local legislature, ensuring that individual legislators pay close attention to the opinions of homeowners about developments in their neighborhoods. 55 Knowing that their purchase of real estate gives them control over the local legislature sufficient to protect their investment from future changes in zoning or fiscal policy, American homebuyers are prepared to pay more for such amenities as restrictive zoning and good schools. Chinese officials, by contrast, have weak electoral mechanisms for locking in value-enhancing programs, a weakness that limits homebuyers' ability to reward local leaders who protect those programs. Although local people's congresses at the level of urban district and town are directly elected, the rules for nominating candidates and norms for campaigning dampen the power of delegates to determine policy. 57 In indirect elections, where directly elected local congresses select delegates for the level of government above them, party leaders rather than the local congress play the leading role in setting quotas for different social groups and choosing the delegation. 58 The capacity for local landowners to control the congress, therefore, is limited: party leaders might decide to emphasize entirely different industries based on their own policy priorities. 59 Mayors and party secretaries of cities are, in theory, selected by the local congresses; but in reality, they are chosen by the party leadership of the next higher level of government, further weakening the capacity of the local congress to lock in reforms of an outgoing mayor. 60 Far from empowering mayors, this lack of an electoral connection actually weakens them by depriving them of an important method of making credible commitments through an electoral coalition of program beneficiaries, which would bind their successors to respecting the incumbent's programs. In the absence of such a tool, Chinese mayors rationally favor infrastructure investments. Unlike investments in such long-term and intangible goods as administrative fairness and educational and environmental quality, investments in infrastructure provide quick and easily verifiable benefits to buyers. A road, once built, will always be there, whereas investments in schools 59. Id. at 189 (quoting city party leaders who emphasized selection of members of "four pillar industries in our city, i.e. the high and new technology sector, the modern service industry, the finance business, and the cultural industry" as delegates).
60. LANDRY, supra note 3, at 80-115 (describing appointment process of mayors and party secretaries).
or a polite police force may well disappear once a mayor or party secretary has moved on to greener pastures.
That local officials across China are ignoring what homebuyers plainly want suggests that the incentives of the two parties are not well aligned. One possible reason for this misalignment is that local officials are not systematically evaluated on the basis of their comparative success in raising the aggregate value of real estate within their jurisdictions. 61 Another is that even if they were assessed on the basis of indicators keyed to real estate values, they have no mechanism by which to lock in reforms that promote such values over the long haul.
B. INDEPENDENT LENDERS AND CREDIBLE COMMITMENT TO HARD BUDGET CONSTRAINTS
Might the lenders themselves be a force for reining in local borrowing? After all, most are themselves governmental officials running state-owned enterprises. 62 Could bankers' incentives to win promotion induce them to play the heavy with wayward localities?
State-owned banks, however, face the same credible commitment problem as local officials: as noted below, the very omnipotence of the CCP undermines the reliability of bankers as CCP agents for fiscal discipline. The CEOs of state-owned banks move up the bureaucratic ladder like other officials, and their portfolios do not follow them to their next post. 63 Accordingly, if the loans they extend to mayors to cultivate political alliances turn out to be nonperforming, that is a problem for their successors, not for them. 64 The leaders of some banks may 64. We discuss the career incentives of Chinese officials infra in Part III.C. See also Hills & Qiao, supra note 48, at 178-79 (discussing how officials enjoy the political clout to force a mayor to make a settlement. 65 For example, evidence suggests that local officials pay off loans from the politically weighty China Development Bank more quickly than those issued by commercial banks. 66 However, even the most powerful bank bosses lack strong incentives to limit loans to creditworthy municipalities, particularly as local government balance sheets are hardly models of transparency. 67 The actual track record of municipalities in racking up extraordinary levels of debt to build ghost cities and zombie firms provides an anecdotal illustration of bank-imposed discipline being less than ideal. 68 The recent wave of bank swaps of local government financing vehicle (LGFV) debt for municipal bonds suggests that bankers are relying on the central government's implicit guarantee of those bonds to improve bank portfolios. 69 
III. EVALUATING CURRENT SOLUTIONS
In the face of its emerging debt crisis, China's national government has taken multiple measures to avoid it, including swapping mature debt for bonds to avoid debt default, signaling behave when they are evaluated on the basis of their jurisdiction's GDP and revenue a no-bailout principle, threatening to impose lifetime responsibilities on local officials, and using local people's congresses to supervise local governments' borrowing and spending behaviors. After detailed examination we argue that the debt-bond swaps worsen the moral hazard of short-term behaviors, that the no-bailout principle does not really exist due to the systemic risk posed by local governments, and we point out the challenges to imposing lifetime responsibilities and empowering local people's congresses.
A. DEBT-BOND SWAPS?
High rates of local-government debt mean that debts are compounding at an alarming rate. To ease the repayment pressure on local governments and reduce the risk of default, the national government introduced a bond-for-debt swap program for local-government debt in March 2015. 70 After the initial RMB 1 trillion target set in March had been reached, a second swap in the same amount was launched in June of the same year. 71 The program was then further expanded to reach RMB 3.2 trillion in August, and is slated to total RMB 15 trillion by 2018. 72 The goal of the debt-for-bond swap program is to lower debt-servicing costs and extend maturities by converting shortterm, high-interest bank loans into low-interest, long-term municipal bonds. 73 The debt-bond swap, however, is impeded by the same problems of credible commitment plaguing municipal governments. Put simply, leaders of state-owned banks, like leaders of cities, have institutional incentives to favor short-term benefits over long-term health of their banks' balance sheets. 74 The interest rate for local government debt stands above 7%, whereas the swap program extends that debt into the future with interest rates under 4%. 75 Because the leaders of state-owned banks are evaluated by their banks' profits and balance sheets, the potential loss of interest would impose an immediate loss during the current leaders' tenure. 76 As the swap program prioritizes debts that have already matured or will mature in the current fiscal year, some banks have voluntarily extended the repayment deadline to keep interest rates high rather than swapping local-government debts for bonds. 77 In one case, a state-owned bank offered a LGFV a high-interest loan to pay off matured debt, encouraging the LGFV to avoid the swap to protect future cooperation with the bank. 78 In short, the leaders of state-owned banks pass off bad municipal debt to their successors-just like local government leaders. 79 Credible commitment issues impede the debt-bond swap in a second sense. Precisely because the risk of excessive municipal debt is systemic in nature, state-owned bank leaders do not believe the national government will allow it to happen. 80 Hoping for an eventual bailout of excessively indebted local governments, creditors blithely accept municipal debt to avoid the immediate costs of lower interest rates. 81 This mindset has resulted in two publicly reported cases in which swap plans were canceled under investor pressure. 82 As one NPC report points out: "According to our investigation, because most swapped debt will not be repaid in five years, some local governments has no immediate pressure anymore and want to swap all their existing debt. To conclude, the debt-bond swaps imposed by the central government are not particularly welcome by investors who rely on the central government's implicit guarantee of local debt, and more importantly, they worsen the moral hazard of shortterm local government officials rather than solving it.
B. NO-BAILOUT PRINCIPLE?
In theory, because the Party controls the tenure of local officials, 84 the CCP's omnipotent leadership could forbid local officials from incurring too much debt. Indeed, as a matter of legal theory, local governments lack the power to incur bonded indebtedness. 85 As early as 2014, the national government instituted the principle of no bailouts in dealing with local government debt. 86 This theoretical power to curb debt, however, is weakened by the absence of a mechanism through which the central government can make credible commitments to enforce hard budget constraints against local officials. not formally part of the local government itself-which then borrow money secured by real estate turned over to them. 88 In theory, the central government could force lenders who make risky loans to LGFVs to internalize the risk by committing to not bailing out lenders or LGFVs that get in over their heads. In practice, however, lenders might not regard such a commitment as credible.
The central government's actual "no-bailout principle" turned out to be precisely such a weak and noncredible constraint. On investigation, it actually allowed bailouts. 89 Lowerlevel governments can still apply for financial assistance from upper-level governments in the event of a debt crisis. 90 In the highest-level crises, such as a situation in which a provinciallevel government defaults on its debt or more than fifteen percent of the cities in a province default on their debt, the provincial-level government is obligated to report to the Ministry of Finance, and the State Council can decide to transfer money to that government to make debt payments and to set up a working group to supervise and coordinate all crisis-related work. 91 In short, local governments are simply too big to fail. If a provincial government or the national government decided not to take any measure to contain the crisis and spread of panic, the likely result would be systemic financial crisis. 92 The national government simply cannot afford to take such a risk, which is why the aforementioned debt plan incorporates financial assistance measures despite the declaration of "no bailouts." 93 National or provincial financial assistance comes with a catch: that is, the disciplining and punishment of local government leaders, who are thereafter disqualified from promotion. 94 The distant prospect of being punished for a later local bankruptcy, however, is apparently an insufficient incentive for an official to avoid current debt, 95 perhaps because that official likely will not hold office in the bankrupt jurisdiction at the moment of systemic crisis.
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C. LIFETIME RESPONSIBILITY?
How then can we change local officials' incentives? Like politicians everywhere, Chinese officials care about their careers. 96 In China, an authoritarian regime without democratic elections, the national government has implemented a cadre evaluation system based on GDP growth. 97 The cadre evaluation system, however, presents a dilemma: as criteria become more complex, local officials' misreporting can defeat the central government's capacity to monitor whether the criteria have been satisfied. 98 The central government's evaluation of local debt poses precisely this dilemma of balancing accuracy of in- formation about true debt capacity with simplicity of measures sufficient to allow monitoring of that information.
In the face of a burgeoning debt risk, the national government decided as early as December 2013 to incorporate debt risk into the cadre evaluation system. 99 Recently Chinese President Xi Jinping proposed lifetime responsibility as a way of constraining local officials' short-term behavior. 100 President Xi's proposal mentioned lifetime responsibility and looking into responsibilities retrospectively. Lifetime responsibility differs from the no-bailout principle in terms of the underlying assumption about the relationship between the national government and local governments. In proposing the concept of lifetime responsibility, the national government is demonstrating that it is taking responsibility for disciplining local officials, which is consistent with China's centralized regime. 101 The proposal sends a clear signal to local officials that the national government is very serious about combating local government debt, and may well exert a major impact on their decisions. 102 The challenge lies, however, in implementing the proposal. Top-down evaluation systems pose a dilemma: central officials can evaluate local officials with simple criteria that are easy to verify but that ignore relevant aspects of local officials' performance, or they can use a comprehensive evaluation system requiring information too difficult to collect and verify. 103 Assessing the optimal level of local debt poses precisely this dilemma: despite worries about excessive debt, the central government still seeks to encourage a certain degree of economic development. 104 It is difficult for the central government to tell where the ideal balance lies, and it is also difficult to establish whether a default on debt is the fault of an initial blameworthy decision to incur debt or later mismanagement of the debt-created asset. 105 Without a simple metric balancing these rival values accurately, any lifetime-responsibility system will fail at selecting the right officials to reward and punish. 106 
D. LOCAL PEOPLE'S CONGRESSES?
Local legislatures are supposed to control the power of the purse, that is, local-government spending. Local governments are in charge of drafting their own budgets, which they then send to their Local People's Congress (LPC) for review and approval. 107 The review and approval process constitutes a short session during the annual meeting held by the local congresses. 108 In theory, the LPCs could have good incentives to curb excessive debt. Although LPCs differ from city councils in democratic countries, they constitute a collection of local elites, including intellectual, economic, and political elites. 109 Government officials who are nearing retirement age and have no prospects of promotion often become members of the standing committees of LPCs. 110 These local elites have both the motivation and expertise to contain the short-term behavior of local administrative leaders. First, although they were not democratically elected, most are from the local area and have a long-term interest in sound local governance. 111 They may be local college professors, investors, or, as noted, former senior government employees. 112 They do not move as often as ambitious mayors and thus have no motivation or appetite for capital projects that would burnish the mayor's reputation at the expense of plunging the city into a debt crisis. 113 Second, local elites have the local knowledge and expertise needed to supervise local governments. 114 For example, standing committee members who previously worked for a long time in various government agencies understand how government works and possess the inside knowledge needed to supervise local government finances. 115 What LPCs lack, however, is power. 116 In particular, land-sale revenues and the debts incurred by LGFVs are excluded even from this limited review process. 117 In other words, a large portion of local-government debt lies outside the review remit of LPCs. 118 Accordingly, local govern-ments decide whether and how much to borrow with little public input. 119 Granting LPCs greater power to supervise localgovernment finances could well motivate local elites to utilize their local knowledge and expertise to check short-term government leaders, thereby serving as the national government's ally in controlling local governments. 120 The emergence of a potential local-government debt crisis in the past five years has prompted calls for greater LPC power from LPC members, 121 the Ministry of Finance, 122 and the NPC. 123 As we explain below, 124 these proposals are promising, especially if they are tied to strengthening the representation of local real estate owners in LPCs.
IV. STEPS TOWARD AN INSTITUTIONAL SOLUTION: PROMOTING FORESIGHT BY MAKING COMMITMENTS STICK
The problems with the current proposals are not necessarily insurmountable. Modest reforms might indeed improve local officials' incentives to incur debt responsibly. Here, we propose several reforms that might plausibly promote such institutions. The proposals we offer are intended to be realistic by being compatible with China's current system of one-party rule and democratic centralism. Assuming the existence of independent courts, municipal elections, and separate powers would be like assuming the proverbial ladder to escape from a pit. Instead, we suggest that buried within China's actual political traditions and current system of government lie the resources necessary to defeat the crippling effects of theoretical omnipotence.
A. USING LAND VALUES AS A LAGGING INDICATOR OF LOCAL OFFICIALS' PERFORMANCE
To induce local governments to care about the future, performance indicators that take the future into account would be helpful. Local officials are currently evaluated by a plethora of conflicting indicators of varying weight that are difficult to aggregate and bear an uncertain relationship to the welfare of the people they govern. 125 As we argued in a previous paper, 126 central party authorities could simplify their task if they focused on local real-estate values as the measure of local cadres' performance. By promoting cadres based on their success in raising real-estate values, the CCP would give local officials stronger incentives to advance social welfare to compete to attract mobile homebuyers. Homebuyers, in turn, have powerful incentives to balance the rival benefits of different types of local amenities. 127 Because homeowners' bids on land take the likely net future value of those amenities into account, local officials who compete to increase land values relative to other jurisdictions in the same metropolitan area would likely compete for the amenities most attractive to homebuyers. 128 In effect, they would be competing to win "election" by foot-voting households. Evaluating local officials based on the comparative change in the value of the real estate within their jurisdictions would therefore focus their minds on the future via a metric sufficiently complex to take into account the multiple ways in which a municipality can be well-or ill-governed yet simple enough to be read at a glance by their evaluators. 129 Because the officials tasked with the general supervision of local governments within a given metropolitan area are all subject to the same set of provincial and national laws, any differences in the real-estate value changes in their respective jurisdictions could plausibly be tied to the policy choices of individual officials. 130 Real-estate values provide a solid basis for President Xi's proposed system of lifetime responsibility. 131 As we explained in more detail in our earlier article, we recommend that local officials be evaluated on the basis of their city's real estate performance over a multi-year average, including the years following their move to a new jurisdiction. By holding officials accountable for their past jurisdictions' performance, such a system of rolling averages would insure that such officials do not hand off a soon-to-pop real estate bubble to their successors: a collapse in real-estate prices soon after an official's departure would thus mean the collapse of his or her career prospects under our proposed system. Because our version of lifetime responsibility relies on a simple variable that nevertheless captures what homebuyers value most about local jurisdictions, we avoid the dilemma of criteria too complex to allow comparisons among cadres or too simple to capture citizen welfare.
B. USING HOMEVOTERS AS LOCAL GOVERNMENT MONITORS
To render LPCs more representative and more resistant to pressure from short-term mayors, we suggest expanding the presence of real-estate interests-that is, the real-estate industry, related financial industry, and homeowner and condominium associations-therein. The real estate and financial industries already have representatives in LPCs. Hence, the focus should be on incorporating more local homeowner representatives. As previously discussed, once homebuyers invest in a community, their undiversified investment in local real estate gives them powerful incentives to monitor local politics. 132 Granting them due power and a voice in local governance could counteract and constrain local government leaders' short-term behavior. Recent years have witnessed increasing numbers of protests by middle-income homeowners in China's big cities. 133 These protests are often triggered by policies that jeopardize property values, evidence that homeowners constitute a population that is highly motivated to shape local governance. 134 At the same time, they are usually not ideologically motivated and make no abstract political claims, rendering their petitions relatively acceptable to the government. 135 Adding homeowner representatives to LPCs would provide this population with an institutional channel for reflecting their concerns, thereby keeping them off the streets and, in turn, reducing the pressure on the government to maintain social stability through force.
Expanding the power of LPCs is essential to balance local politicians' short-term behavior with long-term localized interests. To achieve this purpose we need only rely on what is already in the Chinese constitution, according to which LPCs control their governments' budgets. 136 Such mechanisms would include giving LPCs more substantive power and resources in approving government budgets and monitoring their implementation. Precisely because the incentives of real-estate interests are narrow, adding homeowners to LPCs also does not threaten the CCP with multi-party democracy inconsistent with the principle of the Communist Party's primacy. To the contrary, the inclusion of real-estate interests insures that LPCs will support the status quo by counteracting incoming party secretaries' short-term behavior with long-term localized interests. While inclusion of other social groups in local politics is necessary to insure true democratic equality, focusing on owners of real estate is a necessary and politically safe first step. 137 
C. EX-ANTE AND EX-POST RESTRICTIONS ON STATE-OWNED BANK LENDING TO LOCAL GOVERNMENTS
The institutional problem the central government confronts with respect to state-owned banks is the mirror image of the problem faced by local governments: unable to credibly commit to refraining from bailing out defaulting cities and their lenders, the central government cannot control bank lending to those cities. A general solution must therefore address the problem of credible commitment by allowing the central government to lock in promises to force local governments to rely on their own-source revenue. The usual mechanisms for preventing either defaults or bailouts for European and American governments are the separation of powers or partisan conflict that impedes the central government from taking swift action that unravels an earlier bargain. 138 Democratic centralism, however, poses an ideological obstacle to these conventional solutions. The CCP leadership is unlikely to tolerate the introduction of separate powers in name or in fact. 139 In any case, the shadow of such conflict in the hidden, internecine fights between factions within the CCP seems like a thin reed on which to hang China's financial policy. 140 A more promising strategy would be to limit the powers of state-owned banks, rather than the central government, by tying the promotion chances of bank leaders to their track record of issuing dubious loans. The Ministry of Finance could require municipalities to produce debt-to-property-valuation ratios to assess the degree to which outstanding municipal bonds are supported by underlying real-estate values. Under this sort of precommitment device, officials who extend credit to overextended municipalities would be in a disadvantaged position vis-à-vis promotion even after moving on to new posts if the own-source revenue of the debtor governments proved insufficient to cover their debts. To strengthen the hand of stateowned banks, the central government could reassign taxation powers from over-indebted municipalities to the banks themselves, thereby allowing the latter to impose or maintain local taxation levels within those municipalities in proportion to the 138 scope of the likely default. 141 The advantage of such a system is that it has the possibility of becoming self-enforcing through introduction of an element of competition between lenders and local governments, thereby providing the former with an incentive to compete rather than collude with the former. 142 On the other hand, leaders of state-owned banks are also politicians and prone to short-term incentives. To completely overcome the short-term incentives requires furthering market-oriented reforms in the financial sector. 143 
CONCLUSION
We are under no illusion that the prescriptions outlined above will magically transform Chinese local officials into farsighted caretakers of local fiscal responsibility. We suggest only that these are examples of the sorts of steps necessary to liberate local officials from the irony of crippling omnipotence, by giving them the incentives and capability to make credible commitments. Until local officials have the motives and means by which to bind themselves and their successors to long-term and gradual reforms, those officials will always gamble on investments that have certain short-term benefits but uncertain future costs. Promotion criteria rooted in land values can supply the motives, while local decision-making processes like LPCs can supply the means. By giving each local official the power to tie the hands of his or her successor, those processes seem to weaken officials. Paradoxically, such limits on power make them more powerful, by enabling them to pursue projects that transcend the local officials' short time in office.
141. An analogous system for regulating default on public debt was attempted in the Ming Dynasty, when the Imperial government defaulted on debt owed to salt merchants but assigned to them the collection of the salt tax, converting a governmental debt into a system of tax farming. WING-KIN PUK, THE RISE AND FALL OF A PUBLIC DEBT MARKET IN 16TH-CENTURY CHINA: THE STORY OF THE MING SALT CERTIFICATE 40-47 (2015).
142. For an argument about the competing incentives of the leaders of state-owned banks and municipalities, see supra Parts II.B, IV.C.
143. Fareed Zakaria, China's Coming Challenges, WASH. POST (Nov. 7, 2013), https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/fareed-zakaria-chinas -coming-challenges/2013/11/07/2cecc11e-47d0-11e3-b6f8-3782ff6cb769_story .html.
